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1 Introduction 

1.1 Learning from the Experts is a participatory research study being undertaken by 

the University of Bedfordshire, with the support of the Association of Young People’s 

Health. The research, funded by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Children (NSPCC) and the Economic and Social Research Council, explores mental 

health and wellbeing needs of those who experience sexual abuse in adolescence. 

You can read more about the research here.  

1.2 The research began with a narrative literature review. This briefing document 

details the methodology used within this. Three accompanying briefings have 

been produced on the thematic findings of the review. These cover:  

i. concepts and frameworks for thinking about the mental health and wellbeing 

of young people following sexual abuse in adolescence; 

ii. the impacts of sexual abuse in adolescence; and 

iii. identification and assessment of, and support for, sexual abuse in 

adolescence.   

2 Approach to the literature review 

 

2.1 The ‘Learning from the Experts’ literature review was not a systematic review of 

the literature,  because of the need for flexibility to meet its broad scope 

(Baumeister and Leary, 1997).  Instead, it can best be described as a traditional, 

or narrative, review. The purposes of the review were to: a) assess the literature 

on the mental health and wellbeing needs of young people who have experienced 

sexual abuse in adolescence and b) locate the present study within this wider 

evidence base.   

 

2.2. Whilst we recognise that young people who have experienced sexual abuse in 

adolescence may have also experienced other forms of abuse and/or neglect, we 

have focused this project on sexual abuse as a common experience for inclusion 

in the study.  By doing so, we are able to explore the mental health needs of 

adolescents who have experienced sexual abuse whilst taking account of the 

intersection of these experiences with other forms of victimisation and adversity. 

Our guiding definition of child sexual abuse was taken from Working Together to 

Safeguard Children (2015, p. 93)1, which covers a wide range of types of CSA 

                                            

 

1 Department for Education 2018 definition of CSA: Involves forcing or enticing a child or young 

person to take part in sexual activities, not necessarily involving a high level of violence, whether or 
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and can refer to single incidents of sexual abuse, multiple separate incidents and 

multiple related patterns of abuse over time. ‘Adolescent’ is defined for the 

purposes of this review to be inclusive of age 11 to 17, which allows us to capture 

children moving into and out of the adolescent stages.      

  
2.3 The methods used to identify and organise the material in this review were 

adapted from methods developed by the Social Care Institute for Excellence 

(Rutter et al., 2010). The process involved identifying clear research questions, 

undertaking systematic and reproducible searches of the key evidence sources 

and identifying relevant research studies for inclusion in the review. Due to time 

and budget constraints, and as this was not intended to be a systematic review, 

no systematic attempt was made to assess the quality of the papers.  The main 

searches, screening and data extraction for the literature review occurred 

between March and August 2017 during the set-up phase of the Learning from 

the Experts research.   

 
2.4 The review was separated into two questions to ensure clarity in 
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involved the use of different search terms.  Key search terms used can be 

found in Appendix B.   

2) The database search was supplemented by a search of UK government and 

voluntary sector websites for ‘grey literature’.  We limited these searches to the 

UK in order to meet the project needs within the timeframe and resources 

available for this strand of the research.  The research team acknowledges 

that this has inevitably resulted in a bias towards UK-published reports.  

However given that practice responses are shaped by the systems within 

which they are located, UK-published reports will provide the most relevant, 

context-specific findings in relation to practice in this area. Search tools for 

websites varied in function and sophistication, therefore search strategies 

varied accordingly.  Appendix C lists the key child maltreatment and mental 

health-specific sites which were searched 

3) We harvested further references from papers which were identified in the 

search stages above. 

4) Articles and reports were recommended by experts in the field of child 

maltreatment and mental health, including members of our Project Advisory 

Group and the other research teams funded by the NSPCC and ESRC within 

the same research call.     

2.7 Items identified in the bibliographic database searches were uploaded to EPPI-

Reviewer 42 where the screening process was managed and recorded.  Reports 

found in website searches were uploaded to EPPI-reviewer separately, as were 

papers recommended by experts.  

2.8 The first phase of screening involved two team members reading abstracts, 

screened against the inclusion criteria.  In cases where the two team members 

could not decide, abstracts were reviewed by a senior member of the research 

team to make a final decision about their relevance.  In some cases, a decision 

could not be made on the abstract alone and the full text papers had to be 

obtained and reviewed.   

2.9 Our approaches yielded 238 items across both review questions. Using the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria in Appendix A, the final number of papers included in 

the review in relation to Question 1 is 16 and the final number included in relation 

to Question 2 is 41.  The total number of papers included across different sources 

can be seen in the Table below.  

                                            

 

2
 A software program for managing systematic and other review types. See 

https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/CMS/Default.aspx?alias=eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/er4&  

 

https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/CMS/Default.aspx?alias=eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/er4&
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Identifying the literature 

Search results Total number Included number Excluded number 

Academic 

searches 

161 25 136 

Grey literature 38 15 23 
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Criteria/parameter Include Exclude 

Language  English  All other languages 

Evidence type  High quality primary and 
secondary empirical studies 

 Studies which allow a 
degree of generalisability   

 Non-empirical, theoretical 
studies 

Publication type  
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Question 2b: Responding to the mental health and wellbeing needs of young 
people who have experienced sexual abuse in adolescence 

Criteria/parameter Include Exclude 

Language  English  All other languages 

Evidence type  Primary and secondary 
empirical studies 

 Quantitative studies  

 Qualitative studies (any 
theoretical approach 
included e.g. Grounded 
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APPENDIX B: Key words used in searches 

  

Topic area Key words 
 

Service provision/ 
response 

“service provi*”, service*, “support*”, identif*, assess* 
 

Resilience resilien*, “resilience theory”, “protective factor*”, “risk and 

protective factor*”, recover* 

Wellbeing “wellbeing”, “well-being”, “quality of life”, “subjective well-being” 

Mental health “mental health”; “mental health services”, “mental health 

provision” 

Sexual violence “sexual violence”, “child sexual abuse”, “child sexual 

exploitation”, rape, “sexual assault”, groom* 

Young people “young people”, adolescen*, teenage*, youth, juvenile* 

 

 

 

 

  



https://www.nice.org.uk/Guidance/CG89
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/services-and-resources/research-and-resources/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/services-and-resources/research-and-resources/
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/what_we_do/policy_research_unit/research_and_publications.htm
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/what_we_do/policy_research_unit/research_and_publications.htm
https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/resources-and-publications/
https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/resources-and-publications/
https://rapecrisis.org.uk/
http://www.preventionplatform.co.uk/
https://www.victimsupport.org.uk/
https://youngminds.org.uk/resources/
https://www.place2be.org.uk/
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/resources-and-publications/publications-library
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/resources-and-publications/publications-library
http://www.cypmhc.org.uk/
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